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SOCIAL DUTIES 



CHARLES RICHMOND HENDERSON 
University of Chicago 



CHAPTER II. SOCIAL DUTIES RELATING TO THE FAMILY' 

I. COURTSHIP 

i. The Scope and Purpose of This Section. — It is impossible 
for any one person, especially in a brief discussion, to bring to light all 
possible facts in respect to any particular institution of society. All 
that we can attempt is to induce groups of earnest, thinking people 
to observe and reflect, and to take into account, in forming their 
moral judgments, all the essential elements of a situation which should 
have influence on the conduct of individuals and communities. Social 
conduct is shown, not only in formal laws passed by legislatures and 
enforced in courts, but also in customs, manners, fashions, language, 
rules of discipline in churches, standards for receiving and rejecting 
persons from social circles, and even in gestures and facial expression. 

In this study of the family it is taken for granted that piety, love, 
sympathy, purity, devotion, self-sacrifice, veracity, courage, temper- 
ance, as qualities of individual character, are recognized as supreme 
goods to be cultivated and sought. To perfect the spirit, or rather 
to give it perpetual impulse to expand in every right direction, is 
the end and aim of all right conduct. 

What we have here to study is the situation and conduct which are 
favorable or unfavorable to the progress of the best life of each person, 
and so also the regulations which public opinion and law ought to 
lay down for the actions of young people in a critical period of life. 

2. The Customs of Courtship. — In our time and country this 
part of conduct is left very free to young people, and this gives all the 
more reason for teaching young people what is the meaning of court- 
ship, what are its ends and dangers, and what duties are involved. 

1 In a previous chapter, which appeared in the Biblical World, January, 1907, we 
have made a preliminary survey of the whole field of social duties. In the present 
chapter we pass to consider some problems of a single group of relations. 
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The first step is to set before the mind of all concerned, and that at 
a very early period, the facts relating to the subject ; for adolescence is 
full of illusions, delusions, fancies, errors, dreams, and confusion. 
Plain language rather than sentimentalism is at once most pure and 
most helpful. Briefly stated, some of the vital considerations are 
such as these : With the rise of sex-feeling, persons of both sexes are 
drawn to each other by an influence they did not feel in the earlier 
years of childhood, and at first they do not know what the new force 
means. The fact that sex-appetite awakens before knowledge of 
consequences is a peril of youth, and calls for careful instruction by 
parents, teachers, and physicians. From the accidental meetings of 
youth friendships arise which may hallow or blight all subsequent 
life. Girls and boys of early youth are alternately attracted and 
repelled, and instinct is a fallible guide. It is the moment when 
mere childish innocence must be armed with information as to the 
significance of sex; its moral possibilities of honor and good, its 
dangers of shame and sin. Friendship in a widening circle will not 
be hindered, and its freedom will be all the larger and finer because 
the danger is known and guarded against. Out of the circle of friends 
and companions of youth, in most cases, young men will finally 
select their wives and seek to win them. Courtship therefore belongs 
to the period in which the fortunes of marriage and the family are 
in a great degree decided. 

3. The Dignity of Courtship. — Courtship is a recognition of 
the freedom and personal rights of woman; for where marriage is 
decided by force, or where the wife is bought from the parents like 
a cow, or where she is compelled to marry to secure a fortune from a 
rich fool, there her personality is not respected. Compulsory marriage 
is a mark of low civilization, and in fashionable society there is some- 
times a return to barbarism. The offer of a title as purchase price of 
youth and wealth is on this level of a lower and earlier stage of culture. 
Our ancestors sold and bought wives openly and without shame; 
perhaps we may still observe what historians and naturalists call 
survivals. There is a nobler way. 

Tennyson has painted for us the fine picture of Kiag Arthur who 
at his Table Round gathered the young knights and made them lay 
their hands in his and swear — 
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To lead sweet lives in purest chastity, 
To love one maiden only, cleave to her, 
And worship her by years of noble deeds, 
Until they won her; for indeed I know 
Of no more subtle master under heaven 
Than is a maiden passion for a maid, 
Not only to keep down the base in man, 
But teach high thought, and amiable words, 
And courtliness, and the desire of fame, 
And love of truth, and all that makes a man. 

Young persons of both sexes should be taught, for they will not 
otherwise duly think of it, that the conscious effort of a young man to 
win a young woman in courtship is a step toward marriage, the union 
of one man to one woman for life. Many a merry hour may properly 
be passed in the genial society of others without any purpose of 
marriage; but courtship, if it is honest, upright, Christian, is a series 
of acts intended to end in the establishment of a family. If it is not 
that, it is false, cruel, selfish, and must end in sorrow of some degree 
and kind. 

4. Errors and Sins of Courtship. — In the light of the facts 
and of the ideal of courtship, one can judge certain kinds of conduct 
which are only too common, although they are not always adopted 
with a deliberate purpose to injure or deceive. "Flirting" is a too 
familiar mode of attracting attention and winning love, perhaps only 
to cast it aside. The cruelty of insincere encouragement to declara- 
tions of love, whether by man or woman; is unspeakable. Why 
should a sacred tree be planted and made to grow until its form is 
necessary to the mind and its roots are deep in the earth, only to pluck 
it up, bleeding away its life, and leave it to perish ? Is there anything 
honorable in the boast of " conquests " ? 

"Falling in love" is sometimes praised as a virtue, and often 
considered natural and harmless. And it is not to be denied that 
the mutual admiration by which two young persons are sometimes 
at their first meeting suddenly and strongly attracted to one another 
may be the beginning of a pure and permanent love. But such 
attraction must be something more than a passing fancy and have 
some better basis than physical attractiveness or sensual passion. 
For "love" that is worthy of the name is not a sudden flame of sense, 
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but an unselfish principle of devotion, a serious act of consecration. 
It is a pity that the sacred word which we use as a synonym of religious 
union with God should frequently be employed to designate the 
acts of vice or the impetuous outburst of animal appetite. This 
confusion of language tends to confuse thought and conduct to blind, 
impulsive action. 

True, rational Christian love in married persons includes a solemn 
purpose to perform the duties of marriage, and to endure its trials in 
view of the importance of marriage to society. A proverb condenses 
in a brief phrase the wisdom of ages: "Marry in haste and you will 
repent at leisure." 

Extravagance during the time of courtship may be checked by 
sensible girls. It may not be wise for a young man to seek the com- 
panionship of a woman whose demands upon his purse are more 
than he can honestly meet. Not seldom are moral lapses in business 
due to the temptation of young men intrusted with money to use 
what does not belong to them in purchasing flowers, paying for carriage 
hire, and other expenses, while in pursuit of a wife. Without attempt- 
ing to answer them, we may start these inquiries: Why should a girl 
accept costly presents from one who is not her husband ? Is it not 
questionable taste? Is it not something akin to begging? Does 
a wise woman like to think that she is being hired with money to 
give her love ? 

How young people should conduct themselves during the period of 
courtship after the promise of marriage is a problem to which too 
little careful thought has been given. It ought to be seriously con- 
sidered by parents, teachers, and young people who value purity, 
unspotted reputation, and religious obligation. Engaged persons 
have made a serious vow, and ordinarily they should hold them- 
selves to keep it unless there is strong reason for breaking off the 
relation. But engagement is not actual marriage, in reality, morals, 
or law. Not involving the duties of marriage, it cannot give the rights 
of marriage. In some countries engagement is often regarded as 
equivalent to marriage, especially among workingmen in crowded 
tenements; and this leads to many scandals and liberties, from which 
the woman suffers most of the evil without having legal protection. 
Jonathan Edwards, the Puritan leader of New England, found it 



SOCIAL DUTIES 187 

necessary to protest against the too great familiarities of young people 
common in his day, when sin was committed under the promise of 
marriage. 

In all literature there is not a more beautiful and pure speech 
of a wise father to a prospective son-in-law than that in Shakespeare's 
Tempest where Prospero addresses the lover of his own daughter, 
the beautiful Miranda : 

Fori 
Have given you here a thread of mine own life, 

Or that for which I live 

Then, as my gift, and thine own acquisition 

Worthily purchased, take my daughter: but 

If thou dost break her virgin knot before 

All sanctimonious ceremonies may 

With full and holy rite be ministered, 

No sweet aspersion shall the heavens let fall 

To make this contract grow; but barren hate, 

Sour-eyed disdain, and discord 

Therefore, take heed 
As Hymen's lamps shall light you. 
Look, thou be true, do not give dalliance 
Too much the rein; the strongest oaths are straw 
To the fire in the blood: be more abstemious, 
Or else, good night, your vow! 

Modesty and dignity do not dampen strong affection, but make 
the light burn brighter into old age. 

5. Value of Courtship. — The period of courtship is an oppor- 
tunity for discrimination, selection, reason. Hence it should not 
begin too early in life. Sometimes a temporary time of separation, for 
reflection and comparison, with change of scene, may help the young 
people to make the lifetime decision with greater wisdom. The 
conclusion of this period is but a new beginning. "Love" has illu- 
sions; for it idealizes its object; it transforms the shallow, pretty 
girl into a creature of majesty and character; it causes the mean 
scamp to loom up in the brilliant fancy of a girl in a mist magnified 
a thousand diameters of moral greatness. In the Midsummer 
Night's Dream the great dramatist has pictured a queen, under the 
spell of a magic potion, admiring a donkey and praising its long ears — 
a satirical hint of the deception which young people sometimes practice 
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on themselves. The lover, "of imagination all compact," "sees 
Helen's beauty in a brow of Egypt;" the black Moor seems white to 
Desdemona. 

Courtship is made all the more frivolous by the current mode of 
speaking and thinking of divorce. If marriage can be lightly dis- 
solved, then a mistake in selecting a wife or accepting a husband, it is 
imagined, will not prove very serious. But a courtship which does 
not mean fidelity for life is like a rose with a worm eating out its heart, 
like a tree growing in scant soil. The very idea of divorce, covert 
under all the outward protestations of undying devotion, not only 
endangers the stability of marriage, but degrades courtship itself and 
turns the solemn vows of lovers into a heartless hypocrisy. A tacit lie 
lurks in every word of affection, and robs the happiest and sweetest 
moment of all the fresh bloom of sentiment. The very phrase 
"trial marriages," recently made popular, is rank poison. Marriages 
of criminals are all " trial marriages," as those of brutes and savages 
are. Even a hint of descending to those nether regions for a rule of 
life is a disgrace and a degradation. 

In the stage of courtship wise and good young women have great 
educational power. Let us have one generation of young women 
sensible and self-possessed enough to think and to reject from all 
friendly companionship young men who are intemperate, unclean, 
guilty of "sowing wild oats," profane, coarse; and the next genera- 
tion, if not so numerous, would reflect more luster on the republic. 
The woman who marries a man to reform him has taken a viper to 
warm at her heart. The son of a millionaire is likely to imagine that 
he need not be virtuous because he can gain the hand of a good woman 
on account of his riches. The divorce courts are witnesses of tragedies 
arising from such blunders on both sides. Alimony is a poor sub- 
stitute for the happiness of a rational marriage. 

6. Preparation Needed for Marriage. — Honest courtship, the 
offer and acceptance of a friendship which means marriage, should 
lead young persons to prepare for marriage. For the young woman 
this means in addition to the modesty, purity, and chastity which 
every wise mother teaches her daughter and casts about her as an 
angelic mantle of protection, an acquisition of the knowledge and 
training of a home-maker. This part of the preparation includes 
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all possible general culture which makes a woman capable of sym- 
pathizing through a long life with the broad industrial, economic, 
and political interests of a man; it includes all possible acquaintance 
with literature and art which may give rational, worthy, and inspiring 
diversion and recreation to minds worried and wearied with monoto- 
nous grind and rasping contacts; it means the power to keep a house 
wholesome, clean, tidy with a touch of beauty, and not exceed the 
income of the man; it includes the knowledge and the training which 
are necessary to feed and care for the infant and young child, the 
normal issue of a marriage formed for social ends. If all this can 
be learned, in theory and practice, at home, it may be well; but ordi- 
narily the help of schools, classes, and expert instruction will be 
required in order to secure the best results. 

The preparation of a young man for marriage must be of body, 
mind, spirit. He must be prepared to earn an income sufficient 
to support a wife and children. Personally he should be free, 
and should furnish reasonable proof to the father of his fiancee, 
or, if the father is dead, to her mother, that he is free from 
all form of communicable disease. Some day this may be demanded 
by law, when the general public becomes aware of the frightful ravages 
of venereal and other contagious and hereditary diseases, and acquires 
the moral courage to apply an effective legal remedy. But until that 
law comes, and as one means of hastening its coming, every upright 
and sensible man will use his best effort to enforce such a requirement 
by every means of instruction, persuasion, and influence. 

TOPICS FOR STUDY AND DISCUSSION 

i. What are the customs of courtship in the locality and community ? What 
is faulty in them ? 

2. Has the church any rule of discipline on the subject ? 

3. Does the law of the state offer any regulation of the social relations of the 
sexes previous to marriage ? What immoral acts are forbidden by law, under 
penalties ? 

4. Can anything be done by the class to produce a purer, more sober, and 
rational custom in the neighborhood ? How can rakes be frowned out of decent 
society ? 

5. Would a fashion of "chaperonage" be advisable ? 

6. What aspects of the problem, not touched in the lesson text, are worthy of 
consideration? What important facts are omitted? Send notice of serious 
omissions to the writer of these lessons. 
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REFERENCES TO LITERATURE 

Information which should be given to young persons in regard to the anatomy, 
physiology, dangers, diseases, hygiene, and duties relating to sex: 

G. S. Hall, Adolescence, Vol. I, pp. 463-71. President Hall complains that 
nearly all the books published hitherto are too long and contain too many sugges- 
tive, exciting, and morbid details. He has published (D. Appleton & Co.) a 
smaller work entitled Youth. 

Charles Wagner. Youth {La jeunesse). 

As this is the period when the care of health and strength becomes the duty 
and the charge of youth, the school studies of physiology and hygiene may be 
continued by reading substantial books, as: 

Martin, The Human Body, or 

Harrington, Practical Hygiene. 

For young men: Winfield S. Hall, The Biology, Physiology and Sociology of 
Reproduction, also Sexual Hygiene (Chicago, 1906). 

A. Marro, "Puberal Hygiene in Relation to Pedagogy and Sociology," Ameri- 
can Journal of Sociology, 1900, pp. 224-37. The same writer is author of a study, 
La puberta (in Italian and French) — an important book. 



[This chapter will be continued in the April number in a section dealing with 
Marriage and Divorce.] 



